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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR 
HEAT-TREATING AN ARTICLE AND A 
FIXTURE FOR USE IN THE SAME 

This Application is a Continuation of application Ser. No. 
11/010,479, ?led Dec. 14, 2004, now US. Pat. No. 7,344,608. 
The present invention relates to a method and apparatus for 

heat-treating an article and in particular complex articles 
manufactured from layers of deposited material. A ?xture is 
also disclosed for holding the complex article during its 
manufacture and the subsequent heat-treatment. 

It is knoWn to produce metal Work pieces by the deposition 
of a Weld material onto a base plate. The Weld material can be 
deposited by any one of a number of techniques including 
laser Welding, electron beam Welding, metal inert gas Weld 
ing (MIG) or tungsten inert gas Welding (TIG). In MIG or TIG 
Welding a Welding torch is provided adjacent a base plate on 
Which the Work piece is to be produced. An electrode is 
provided Within the Weld torch such that When an electric 
current is passed therethrough an arc is formed betWeen the 
Weld torch electrode and the base plate. The arc generates heat 
alloWing the Welding to take place. 

In the MIG process the electrode melts and forms a Weld 
pool in the surface of the Work piece. HoWever in TIG Weld 
ing the arc melts the material of the base plate and a consum 
able Welding Wire is fed into the Weld pool to form the Work 
piece. 

The MIG and TIG Welding processes have been used for 
building up features on conventionally manufactured compo 
nents. HoWever drawbacks have been encountered in produc 
ing such hybrid structures. For example the substrate on 
Which the Weld material is deposited must be elevated in 
temperature to prevent excessive or uneven heat-?ow, to help 
establish process uniformity. This is currently achieved by 
either heating the substrate With the arc prior to depositing 
any material or by external heating. Also during the metal 
deposition process residual forces are generated Which have 
to be relieved by heat treatment. 

During the heat treatment process the deposited features 
are clamped in a ?xture to ensure they keep their true shape. 
HoWever if the deposited feature is manufactured from tita 
nium then the temperature at Which it is heat-treated is above 
the limits for softening the ?xture. Using existing ?xtures 
through a thermal cycle for heat-treating titanium severely 
limits the life of the ?xture and the ?xtures become expensive 
consumables. 

The present invention seeks to provide an improved heat 
treatment process and apparatus, Which overcome the afore 
mentioned problems. 

According to one aspect of the present invention a ?rst 
method of heat treating an article comprises the steps of 
forming an article to be heat treated, packing the article to 
retain its shape and Wrapping the packed article it in a layer of 
material, encasing the Wrapped article in a granular material 
and binding the granular material together to form a mould, 
removing the Wrapped article from the mould to unWrap it and 
replacing the unWrapped article in the mould, heating the 
article and the mould to a temperature Which is suf?cient to 
relieve stresses in the article and maintaining the encased 
article at this temperature for a time period such that the 
stresses in the article are relieved. 
A second method of heat treating an article comprises the 

steps of forming an article to be heat treated, packing the 
formed article to retain its shape, applying a coating onto the 
packed article, encasing the coated article in a granular mate 
rial and binding the granular material together to form a 
mould, heating the encased article to a ?rst temperature Which 
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2 
is su?icient to remove the coating and then subsequently 
heating to a second temperature Which is su?icient to relieve 
stresses in the formed article, maintaining the encased article 
at the second temperature for a time period such that the 
stresses in the article are relieved. 
A coating of polyurethane or polystyrene may be sprayed 

onto the article as foam. Alternatively the article is Wrapped in 
a ceramic cloth. 

Preferably the article is formed by material deposition and 
the material is deposited in layers using a Welding process. 

Ceramic cores may be used to pack the article. 
The granular material is sand and it can be reinforced With 

glass particles. The granular material is bound together by an 
inert binder such as gypsum. 

According to a further aspect of the present invention a 
?xture for holding a substrate onto Which an article is to be 
formed comprises a member having means for locating and 
holding the substrate on a face thereof, at least one recess 
being provided in said face. 
The recess may be circular and in the preferred embodi 

ment a plurality of circular recesses are provided Which are 
interconnected. 
The means for locating the substrate is at least one block 

mounted on the face. A plurality of blocks may be provided 
some of Which translate relative to the face to hold the sub 
strate thereon. Alternatively the means for holding the sub 
strate are clamps. 
The present invention Will noW be described With reference 

to the accompanying ?gures in Which; 
FIG. 1 is a schematic vieW of apparatus for forming a Work 

piece by material deposition. 
FIG. 2 is a cross-sectional vieW of a ?xture for attachment 

to the apparatus shoWn in FIG. 1. 
FIG. 3 is a plan vieW of the base plate of the ?xture shoWn 

in FIG. 2. 
FIG. 4 is a cross-sectional vieW of an alternative ?xture. 
FIG. 5 is a cross-sectional vieW shoWing the use of ceramic 

supports to pack an article mounted on the ?xture shoWn in 
FIG. 2. 

FIG. 6 is a cross-sectional vieW of apparatus for heat 
treating an article. 

FIG. 7 is a cross-sectional vieW ofa lid for the apparatus 
shoWn in FIG. 6. 

Referring to FIG. 1 apparatus (10) for forming an article 
(40) comprises a Welding torch (12) attached to a computer 
controlled robot arm (14). A table (16) is mounted on a 
pedestal (20), Which rotates about base (23), as indicated by 
arroW B. The table (16) is also capable of pivotal movement in 
the direction of arroW A around shaft (21) to maintain an 
angle of 90° betWeen the torch (12) and the table (16). 
A number of metal Wires (22, 24) extend through the robot 

arm (14) from a supply in the form of a reel (not shoWn). The 
Wires (22, 24) are fed from the reel to the Welding torch (12) 
such that the ends of the Wires (22, 24) extend just beloW the 
tip of the Welding torch (12). The Wires (22, 24) are manu 
factured from a suitable Welding material such as titanium. 
The apparatus also includes a supply of an inert gas, for 

example argon. The gas is supplied by a gas pipe (28), Which 
extends through the robot arm (14) from a cylinder (2 6) to the 
Welding torch (12). 
A computer (30) controls the movement of the table (16) 

and the robot arm (14) as Well as controlling the supply of 
argon and feeding the metal Wires (22 and 24). 

In operation the table (16) and the Welding torch (12) are 
both connected to a supply of electricity. Argon gas is fed via 
the pipe (28) to form an argon shroud around the Welding 
torch (12). The argon gas betWeen the Wire electrodes (22,24) 
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is ionised to create an electrical arc. The Wires (22, 24) are 
consumable as they act as both the arc initiator and also as the 
Welding material. 
A ?xture (32), FIG. 2, is bolted onto the rotary table (16). 

The ?xture (32) has a base plate (34) onto Which a substrate 
(33) is fastened. The substrate (33) is located against blocks 
(35) mounted on the upper surface of the base plate (34). 
Some of the blocks (35) may translate relative to the base 
plate (34) to fasten the substrate (33) in position, FIG. 4. 
Alternatively clamps (31), shoWn in FIG. 2, are used to fasten 
the substrate in position. 

The upper surface of the base plate (34), on Which the 
substrate is fastened, is also provided With a series of grooves 
(36). In the embodiment shoWn in FIG. 3 the grooves (36) are 
in the form of concentric circles, Which are interconnected at 
various radial positions (38). The grooves (36) alloW argon 
gas, supplied during the Welding process, to circulate freely 
beneath the substrate (33). The circulation of the argon gas 
Within the grooves (36) prevents stagnant air-rich pockets 
forming beneath the substrate (33). 

The base plate (34) and the substrate (33) are preheated 
prior to Weld material being deposited. For process unifor 
mity the base plate (34) and the substrate (33) are maintained 
at a temperature, Which ensure steady heat-?ow conditions. 
The base plate (34) of the ?xture (32) is manufactured from a 
material, Which can be easily maintained at the temperature of 
the substrate (33). 

In the preferred embodiment of the present invention 
Where titanium is being deposited onto a Wrought, cast or 
previously deposited substrate of titanium, the base plate (34) 
is manufactured from either a heat resistant iron-nickel-chro 
mium alloy or a super alloy. 

The Wire electrodes (22 and 24), in the Welding head (12), 
deposit titanium onto the substrate (33) to form a complex 
article (40). High residual stresses are induced in the article 
(40) as it is deposited onto the substrate (33). These residual 
stresses are relieved in a subsequent heat treatment process. 
HoWever before the article (40) is heat-treated it is ?rst 

packed using ceramic support cores (42), FIG. 5. The support 
cores (42) maintain the true shape of the article (40) during 
the heat treatment process. 

To alloW for thermal expansion during the heat treatment 
process the deposited article (40) can be either coated With 
foam or Wrapped in fabric. The foam may be polyurethane or 
polystyrene and is sprayed onto the article. Alternatively a 
ceramic cloth, ceramic Wool or other lint free material is 
Wrapped around the article (40). 

The article (40), attached to the ?xture (32), is then placed 
into a box (44), FIG. 6. The box (44) is manufactured from 
mild steel reinforced With a super alloy. It Will hoWever be 
appreciated that the box (44) could be made from different 
materials provided that it is self-supporting at the tempera 
tures required in the subsequent heat treatment process. 

The box (44) is ?lled With a granular material (43). In the 
preferred embodiment of the present invention the granular 
material (43) is casting sand. The sand (43) may be reinforced 
With either metal or glass spheres. In the preferred embodi 
ment of the present invention the sand (43) is reinforced With 
glass. The glass forms a vitreous support layer When heated. 
An inert binder is added to the reinforced sand (43) to bind 

it together to form a cast around the article (40). In the pre 
ferred embodiment of the present invention the binder is a 
gypsum compound, Which can Withstand exposure to the hot 
metal temperatures, Which are of the order of 7800 C. It Will 
hoWever be appreciated by one skilled in the art that any type 
of binder may be used provided that it can Withstand the high 
temperatures used in the subsequent heat treatment process. 
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4 
If the article (40) has been sprayed With foam this is 

removed after the sand (43) has been bound together. The 
foam is removed by baking in a furnace, having a gas extrac 
tion system, at a temperature of the order of 300° C. The foam 
vaporiZes to leave a recess (41) betWeen the article (40) and 
the sand (43). The recess (41) is provided to alloW for the 
thermal expansion of the article (40) during the subsequent 
heat treatment process. 

If the article (40) has been Wound in a fabric this can be 
removed by baking as described above or alternatively it can 
be removed manually. 
Once the foam or fabric has been removed a lid (46), FIG. 

7, is then placed into the box (44). The lid (46) is a circular 
plate on Which stiffening ribs are Welded so that it is self 
supporting at high temperatures. Holes (45) are provided in 
the lid (46), Which enable it to be lifted but Which also prevent 
gas entrapment during the heat treatment process. The lid (46) 
includes a recess (47) that locates on the article (40). The 
edges of the recess (47) in the lid (46) are chamfered (48) to 
alloW for easy location and removal. The Weight of the lid (46) 
applies an even pressure on the sand (43), preventing the sand 
(43) from moving as the article (40) expands during the heat 
treatment process. 
The box (44) and its contents are then heated to an elevated 

temperature for a predetermined length of time. A titanium 
deposit Would be maintained at a temperature in the range of 
500-9700 C. for a period of approximately tWo hours. 
On completion of the heat treatment the article (40) is 

removed from the box (44) and is unclamped from the ?xture 
(32). The heat treatment process acts to relieve stresses 
induced in the article (40) during its manufacture so that it 
does not distort When it is unclamped from the ?xture (32). 
We claim: 
1. A method of heat treating an article comprising the steps 

of forming an article to be heat treated, packing the formed 
article to retain its shape, applying a coating onto the packed 
article, encasing the coated article in a granular material and 
binding the granular material together to form a mould, heat 
ing the encased article to a ?rst temperature Which is su?i 
cient to remove the coating by melting said coating and then 
subsequently heating to a second temperature Which is su?i 
cient to relieve stresses in the formed article, maintaining the 
encased article at the second temperature for a time period 
such that the stresses in the article are relieved. 

2. A method as claimed in claim 1 in Which ceramic cores 
are used to pack the article. 

3. A method as claimed in claim 1 in Which the granular 
material is sand. 

4. A method as claimed in claim 1 in Which the granular 
material is reinforced With glass particles. 

5. A method as claimed in claim 1 in Which the granular 
material is bound together by an inert binder. 

6. A method as claimed in claim 5 in Which the binder is 
gypsum 

7. A method of heat treating an article comprising the steps 
of: 

forming an article to be heat treated; 
packing the formed article to form a packed article and 

retain a shape of the article; 
applying a coating onto the packed article to form a coated 

article; 
encasing the coated article in a granular material and bind 

ing the granular material together to form an encased 
article; 

heating the encased article to a ?rst temperature Which is 
su?icient to remove the coating by vaporiZing the coat 
ing to form a recess betWeen the article and the granular 
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material and then subsequently heating the article to a 
second temperature Which is su?icient to relieve stresses 
in the formed article; and 

maintaining the encased article at the second temperature 
for a time period such that the stresses in the article are 
relieved. 

8. The method according to claim 7, Wherein the step of 
applying a coating comprises spraying a foam coating on the 
packed article. 

9. The method according to claim 7, Wherein ceramic cores 
are used to pack the article. 

10. The method according to claim 7, Wherein the granular 
material comprises sand. 

11. The method according to claim 7, Wherein the granular 
material is reinforced With glass particles. 

6 
12. The method according to claim 7, Wherein the granular 

material is bound together by an inert binder. 
13. The method according to claim 12, Wherein the binder 

is gypsum. 
14. The method according to claim 7, Wherein the coating 

comprises a polyurethane foam. 
15. The method according to claim 7, Wherein the coating 

comprises a polystyrene foam. 
16. The method according to claim 7, further comprising 

attaching the article to a ?xture, placing the article attached to 
the ?xture in a box, and ?lling the box With the granular 
material to encase the article. 


